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PROLOGUE
Among all the books of the Apostolic Scriptures (New Testament), Paul’s letter to the Galatians often presents
the most challenges to Messianic Believers. After a surface reading of the text, most readers of Galatians
consider its six short chapters to be the “final word” on Christians’ relationship to the Law of Moses. Paul
apparently sees the Law as being outdated and unnecessary for faith. Paul condemns anyone who claims that
the Law of Moses has any place in the life of a born again Believer, and was seriously afraid for anyone giving
it any kind of merit, perhaps even suggesting that such a person was on the verge of apostasy.
While some of these conclusions are a bit overstated, even among Christians who do not believe that
Torah observance is expected of God’s people today, they do summarize a fair amount of the rhetoric that we
often encounter. Messianic Believers today advocate that the Lord is restoring a Torah foundation to His
people. They practice this by studying the Torah portions every week, and by doing things like keeping the
seventh-day Sabbath or Shabbat, appointed times of Leviticus 23, and kosher dietary laws. It should be our
hope that in most cases the desire to do such things is because a person is trying to grow in his or her faith and
live a life like Messiah Yeshua (Christ Jesus). The motives of a Spirit-led Messianic Believer should not be to
try to rely on human actions to gain favor with God, but rather let those actions come as a result of a vibrant
relationship with Him. As this relationship grows, not only will our heart be transformed—but we will have a
mind that is focused on God and is able to reason with complicated issues as they arise. In spite of their
natural differences as people, Jewish and non-Jewish Believers should be one in the Messiah Yeshua (3:28),
serving one another in their obedience (6:2).
Galatians is one of those texts of Scripture where a mind able to compute and fathom difficult concepts
is needed. More commentaries and Bible studies have probably been conducted on Galatians and its emphasis
on “freedom” than any other text. Much of the Protestant Reformation was spearheaded by Galatians, as
Martin Luther appropriated its words on justification to refute Catholicism’s practice of selling indulgences.
But, Galatians is sometimes used when “legalists” enter the community of faith and insist that a person live up
to a standard of righteous living. Some pastors and Bible teachers use Galatians to refute those who would
believe that a disciplined life of faith is necessary—often taking Galatians out of its original First Century
Mediterranean, mixed Jewish and Greco-Roman, context. Messianic Believers who place a high emphasis on
the Torah are easy targets for being “legalists,” especially when Paul has so much to say about the misuse of
the Law of Moses in his writing to the Galatians.
A coherent Messianic view of Galatians is needed in this hour when our emerging Messianic theology is
in a state of flux. This commentary on the Epistle to the Galatians has strived to offer careful attention to the
text of the letter, and to consider the opinions of Bible commentators, ancient history, and various Greek and
Hebrew grammatical issues.
The biggest issue by far which needs to be factored into a Messianic Believer’s examination of Galatians,
is consideration for what has been termed the New Perspective of Paul (NPP) that has been developing in
various academic Christian circles since the 1970s. Even though it has existed for over thirty years, Christian
pastors and laypersons are just now having to consider some of its propositions—meaning that people within
the broad Messianic movement are largely just hearing whispers about it. The NPP began in the postHolocaust environment of Christian scholars having to take the perspective of First Century Judaism much
more seriously on its own terms. Krister Stendahl’s work Paul Among Jews and Gentiles began some of the
earliest discussions in the 1960s. More and more New Testament scholars had to be pointed to the important
fact that First Century Judaism was not the Medieval Catholicism that Martin Luther used texts such as
Galatians (and also Romans) to protest. 1977 saw the release of the highly important book Paul and Palestinian
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Judaism by E.P. Sanders. Two-thirds of this massive treatise includes a great deal of data from the various
writings of Ancient Judaism (Mishnah, Talmud, Midrashim, Dead Sea Scrolls) and specifically examines its
position on works and righteousness. This has widely culminated in the work and perspectives offered by the
two major scholars who tend to be associated with the NPP, and have undoubtedly written the most on the
issues of the Apostle Paul, First Century Judaism, and the Torah or Law, James D.G. Dunn and N.T. Wright.
The primary thrust, presented by the NPP, is that readers have to consider Paul’s writings in the context
of First Century Judaism. Modern readers cannot first subject their Twentieth or Twenty-First Century
worldview onto those ancient times. Things such as “circumcision,” “works of the law,” and “righteousness”
need to be considered, as best as readers can contemplate, from the perspective of the wider First Century
Jewish world. While the conclusions of the NPP have shaken up a few evangelicals—and even a few
Messianics for that matter—what it brings to the table cannot be easily discarded. We have to include the NPP
in our conversation on texts such as Galatians, as it might help us realize things that have been so easily
glossed over—possibly because they have been examined through too much of a “Lutheran” perspective.
Undeniable in Paul’s argument to the Galatians is how Believers from the nations were to be included in the
covenant people of God with the Jewish people.
This commentary of the Epistle to the Galatians will be taking into account some of the proposals and
suggestions of the NPP. Generally, the NPP has received its most opposition from Reformed (or Calvinist)
theologians, and its most acceptance from Arminians and Wesleyans. I cannot call myself a complete advocate
of the NPP, but you will find that I am informed from its proposals and want to include some of its ideas on
righteousness being corporate covenant inclusion, along with the more traditional view of righteousness being
a personal, just standing before God. I do not believe the NPP can be ignored if we are to have an accurate
First Century understanding of Galatians, which balances personal redemption with membership in God’s
corporate community. Many of the proposals of the NPP can definitely aid the credibility of the Messianic
movement in the future—and most especially help our interpretation of some difficult words in Galatians.
Looking back on the decade of Messianic theological development (2002-2012), it is clear to me that a
more thorough and mature approach to Biblical Studies—particularly regarding Galatians—is required. Too
many Messianic Believers when testifying of their Torah related convictions to Christian family and friends,
have Galatians quoted to them haphazardly. At the very least, this causes them to become discouraged and
confused. The worst case scenario is that some Messianics perceive that Yeshua the Messiah and the Apostle
Paul contradict themselves on the matter of the Law of Moses, and thus one must be discarded in favor of the
other. I have heard liberal Messianics who counter claims from Galatians by saying that they only follow the
Torah to evangelize their Jewish brethren, but they do not consider it important to follow beyond that.
Likewise, I have heard unstable Messianics declare that Paul’s letter to the Galatians must be a forgery and
that Paul’s other works should also be considered suspicious. Somewhere in the middle are those who try to
examine Galatians with integrity, but who hold to a high view of the Torah and its continued relevance for
Believers today.
A responsible interpreter has much to weigh when considering a text like Galatians. I do not believe that
it is difficult to reconcile the seeming differences between Yeshua’s and Paul’s words on the Torah—but in
order to do this we must gain the proper perspective. What are the circumstances surrounding Paul’s
composition of Galatians? What issues were the Galatians suffering from? What were the spiritual dynamics at
work? These are all important questions that we should consider when examining any Biblical text—but they
are imperative to consider when interpreting Galatians. We cannot simply interject what we think the text might
mean, nor can we just throw our hands up into the air and ignore it, either. We have to do the difficult work of
exegesis, being guided by a sound ideology rooted in the Torah and embodied in the worldview of Paul.
As you prepare to read this commentary on Galatians, what issues might we be facing today as the
emerging Messianic movement that are paralleled in this letter? What is our position on circumcision? (Have
we even defined its Galatian meaning properly?) How does one become an accepted member of God’s people?
What is righteousness and how do we receive a proper standing before God? Perhaps most important, how do
we avoid being placed in the position of the Galatians?
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You will discover that Galatians’ message and what it really communicates is as relevant for our times
now as Messianic Believers as much as it was in the First Century. The challenge is whether or not we will
actually heed its message. The obstacle to overcome is having the spiritual and reasoning capacities to
compute what the ancient challenge actually was—and whether we are indeed facing it in our midst again
today. How can we be people who embody the essence of Paul’s declaration, “The entire law is summed up in
a single command: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself’” (5:14, NIV), while responding to some of the criticisms
against that Law, commonly derived from passages in Galatians? How can we be men and women who strive
to obey God as a natural outworking of our faith, rather than something that is required to precede faith?
J.K. McKee
Editor, Messianic Apologetics

Galatians for the Practical Messianic has been updated and fine tuned in some areas, for this 2012
paperback printing and release for Amazon Kindle eBook. On the whole, readers will not notice any
significant differences between the previous edition and this version. There has been some more information
transplanted into this commentary from various articles and FAQ entries from the Messianic Apologetics
website, and the 430-page paperback edition of The New Testament Validates Torah, in order to shore up the
different passages and arguments considered. There have also been updates here and there to reflect some
notable developments in the realm of Messianic theology, which have occurred since 2007. Also notable is the
addition of “The Message of Galatians” summary article and the Author’s Rendering of the Epistle to the
Galatians, adapted from the 1901 American Standard Version. And of course, where necessary, some more
engagement has been conducted with the Greek source text and other important issues.i

i Since the initial release of this commentary in 2007, I have added a number of Galatians resources to my library, including: John R.W.
Stott, The Message of Galatians (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1986); G. Walter Hansen, IVP New Testament Commentary Series: Galatians
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1994); Scot McKnight, NIV Application Commentary: Galatians (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1995); Richard B.
Hays, “The Letter to the Galatians,” in Leander E. Keck, ed. et. al. New Interpreter’s Bible, Vol 11 (Nashville: Abingdon, 2000), pp 183-348;
Thomas R. Schreiner, Zondervan Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament: Galatians (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2010).
While I have employed these publications in other articles and books (as is seen in Appendix C), I did not think them to be significant
enough to warrant including them in a verse-by-verse retread of Galatians, as no vastly new propositions were made, which were not already
present in the resources consulted for the 2007 release.
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Introduction
Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians1 (Grk. Pros Galatas, PROS GALATAS) is a very difficult text for most of today’s
Messianic Believers to understand. This is due to any number of factors, the foremost being that Galatians is
often examined and interpreted from a perspective that is largely distanced from the First Century situation
which it was originally composed to address. Rather than considering the specific spiritual and social
dynamics of a group of newly maturing Believers in Yeshua (Jesus), who were challenged that their ethnic
condition was not enough for true faith, redemption, and inclusion among God’s people—many interpreters
and lay readers consider Galatians to be Paul’s magnum opus on Christians’ divorce from the Torah of Moses.
These Christian examiners of Galatians are often ill-informed of the actual situation of the Galatians, and too
many Messianics—who have pro-Torah convictions—are ill-equipped to be able to respond to the claims
made against them from this letter.
An engagement with the text of Galatians alone is not sufficient for a pro-Torah understanding of
Galatians that will support Messianic convictions and lifestyle practice. (And neither is it sufficient for
understanding any Biblical text). Most of the examination of Galatians that occurs today among your average
Christians and Messianic Believers is often removed from its ancient context. Too much of it takes place on the
basis of “this verse says this” and “but this verse says that” without consideration for the broader issues and
discussions going on both in history and current academic study of Galatians. Furthermore, one must also
keep in mind that Galatians is one of the earliest texts ever produced by the emerging Messianic movement of
the First Century (save some of the creedal formulas used in some of Paul’s letters).2 As a consequence, we
have to temper our examination of Galatians with the understanding that further clarification of various
subjects may be given in some of Paul’s additional letters and other Apostolic documents.
The message of Galatians, the exact audience of the Galatians, and some of the historical background
surrounding Galatians, have all been debated by examiners in the past century. This is being compounded
today by the rise of theologians advocating the New Perspective of Paul (NPP), where Christian scholars are
seeing Paul’s view of the Law as being far more moderate than is traditionally believed. Being informed from
this view can change readers’ orientation of certain passages in Galatians, which have often been perceived as
anti-Law. Without question, the major theme of Paul’s letter to the Galatians is a warning about some kind of
perversion of the good news. But what this specifically was, and who the people were who were introducing
this error to the Galatians, are often things rigorously discussed.
Christian theologians for several centuries have commonly likened Galatians as the “Magna Carta of
Christian freedom,” further comparing Romans to being the “Constitution” (an analogy derived from
traditional English law and later American law). Since the Reformation, Galatians has been an important text
for the foundational concept of justification by faith.3 Certainly, the Reformation was the key phenomenon
used by God to return the Body of Messiah to the text of the Holy Scriptures, and purge many unbiblical
practices introduced via a millennium or more of Roman Catholicism. Today’s Messianic movement would
not be in existence without good things that came from the Protestant Reformation. But as good and as
1 Please note that in spite of the common reference to Galatians as “the Book of Galatians,” I am going to purposefully refer to the text
as either the Epistle to the Galatians or Paul’s letter to the Galatians, and not use this reference. By failing to forget that this text is a letter
written to a specific audience in a specific setting, we can make the common error of thinking that this was a text written directly to us. Our
goal as responsible interpreters is to try to reconstruct what this letter meant to its original audience first, before applying its message in a
modern-day setting.
2 Including, but not limited to: Philippians 2:5-11; Colossians 1:15-20.
Cf. Richard N. Longenecker, Word Biblical Commentary: Galatians, Vol. 41 (Nashville: Nelson Reference & Electronic, 1990), xlii.
3 Cf. Ibid., xliii-lv for a summarization of different views and approaches to Galatians from the Second Century to the Reformation.
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important as the Reformation was, to what extent did the Reformers’ conclusions go too far? How limited
were the early Reformers such as Martin Luther and John Calvin in using a text like Galatians to refute the
errors of Medieval Catholicism—when Paul actually wrote Galatians to strictly admonish a group of new,
maturing non-Jewish Believers in the First Century Mediterranean? Have we been affected by some
misappropriation of Galatians’ original situation?
Over the centuries, Galatians has been used as a major support for the doctrine of justification by faith, a
critical part of evangelical Protestant theology. No Bible Believer true to God’s Word should ever deny that
this is important. But how many of us have been introduced to a view of justification that is removed, in some
specific places, from its Hebraic context in the Tanach (Old Testament)? When we consider what it means to be
justified or declared righteous, largely embodied by the Greek dikaiosunē (dikaiosu,nh) in the Apostolic
Scriptures (New Testament) and Septuagint—behind this stands the Hebrew word tzedaqah (hq'd'c). , used
frequently throughout the Tanach. While righteousness is certainly a personal status that God can afford to
people, embodied in critical statements such as “And men will say, ‘Surely there is a reward for the righteous;
surely there is a God who judges on earth!’” (Psalm 58:11), righteousness is not just an individualistic concept.
There is a corporate sense of righteousness or tzedaqah/dikaiosunē that involves being a part of God’s covenant
people, those designated as His own. TWOT summarizes the options:
“The covenant or theocratic aspect involves the nation of Israel, the covenant requires obedience to God
by the nation and is the way of his people (Psa 1:1-6; Deut 6:25), a way of righteousness. God is righteous,
[according to] the covenant, when he delivers his people from trouble (Psa 31:1), their enemies (Psa 5:8), the
wicked (Psa 37:6) and when he is vindicating Israel before her foes or executing vengeance on them (Jer 11:20).
It is appropriate that Israel be assured of ultimate victory over her foes (Isa 54:14-17). In this last event the
Lord is both righteous and the savior (Isa 45:21).”4
When Paul talks about justification in Galatians—is he only talking about a personal status that
Believers have in the Messiah? Or are there places where he is also talking about the corporate relationship of
men and women to one another, as being members of His community of chosen ones? Recognizing this when
reading Galatians may force a person to reevaluate some of his or her own Western individuality, something
somewhat foreign to First Century Judaism (and ironically to much of the historic Christian Church as well).
Messianic Believers are often not aware of some of the corporate aspects of justification that need to be
considered. To Paul and to the other Apostles, it is not sufficient enough to be “justified” individually before
God; one was interconnected to other men and women of faith who shared the same belief in Yeshua,
functioning together to accomplish His purposes. It is most likely that there are some places in Galatians (i.e.,
2:17) where the justification in view concerns membership in God’s people, and others (i.e., 2:21; 5:4) where
some kind of vindication from sins is in view.
Corporate justification is important to consider because of the inclusion of non-Jewish Believers in the
First Century community of faith. If Galatians is one of the earliest Apostolic texts produced, it is likely that
the issue of Jewish and non-Jewish relations was still “in progress.” Some things still needed to be figured out
and discussed as the gospel message was going out to the nations. Paul concludes that faith in Yeshua resulted
in one having membership in “the Israel of God” (6:16), something that was contrary to the prevailing Jewish
theology of his time. The Mishnah attests a widespread view that all members of Israel (with few exceptions)
were assured eternal salvation because of their ethnicity:
“All Israelites have a share in the world to come, as it is said, Your people also shall be all righteous, they
shall inherit the land forever; the branch of my planting, the work of my hands, that I may be glorified (Is. 60:21). And
these are the ones who have no portion in the world to come: (1) He who says, the resurrection of the dead is a

4 Harold G. Stigers, “qdec,' ” in R. Laird Harris, Gleason L. Archer, Jr., and Bruce K. Waltke, eds., Theological Wordbook of the Old
Testament, 2 vols. (Chicago: Moody Press, 1980), 2:754.
Cf. John Reumann, “Righteousness,” in David Noel Freedman, ed., Eerdmans Dictionary of the Bible (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000),
pp 1129-1130.
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teaching which does not derive from the Torah, (2) and the Torah does not come from Heaven; and (3) an
Epicurean” (m.Sanhedrin 10:1).5
Not only does Paul not argue that one’s ethnicity guarantees an individual a righteous status before God,
but he recognizes that the work of Messiah Yeshua has brought a new status beyond the distinctions of Jew
and non-Jew. He says, “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor
female; for you are all one in Messiah Yeshua” (3:28), actually subverting some of the religious ideas of the
time (t.Berachot 6:18). His opponents would have disagreed with this, and would have instead argued that
something beyond belief in Yeshua was necessary for inclusion among God’s people.
Freedom or liberty for Believers is also a major theme of Galatians, but many Christians often separate
this from its original Tanach basis, which involves obedience to God’s Torah. Psalm 119:45 emphasizes, “And I
will walk at liberty, for I seek Your precepts.” It is a gross misconception that God gave His people the Law to
place them in bondage, and that “liberty” means being liberated from obedience to Him. On the contrary, the
Psalmist opens his words with, “How blessed are those whose way is blameless, who walk in the law of the
LORD” (Psalm 119:1). While God’s own intentions for giving His people the Torah were good, the fallen nature
of humans can quickly change things and often goes beyond what He wants.
For Messianics today, Galatians often proves to be a problem text, as a surface reading of Galatians may
appear to be quite negative toward a lifestyle of Torah obedience. As is summarized by many Christians,
“Certain Jewish teachers, who professed to be Christians and acknowledged Jesus as Messiah, were obscuring
the simplicity of the gospel of free grace with their propaganda. They insisted that to faith in Christ must be
added circumcision and obedience to the Mosaic Law” (NIDB).6 Similarly, much of the Messianic movement
has been accused of doing the same thing (even, at times, when just limited to the actions of Jewish Believers).
While this was certainly something going on in Galatia, why was it going on? Was it simply an issue of getting
non-Jewish Galatians to follow the Torah in obedience to God and the Messiah’s example left for His
followers? Was it forcing things onto people who were not ready? Or, was it an issue of status in the
community of faith—and how one is specifically considered righteous before the Lord? These are certainly all
things that readers have to consider in their examination of Galatians.
When we consider Galatians, Paul does warn his audience that there was another “gospel” circulating in
their midst. Outsiders had entered in after he had left, and brought a message that was going to be detrimental
to their faith in Yeshua the Messiah, and their standing before one another as members of the faith
community. Many of the Galatians found themselves deserting Paul’s teachings for those of some others (1:67), and Paul was greatly concerned as a close relationship had been forged between him and these people—
almost as a parent toward children (4:19). But when Paul is said to be teaching a “circumcision free” gospel,
what is he specifically advocating? Has he cast aside the instructions of the Torah as many Christians have
interpreted his words? Or is he arguing against circumcision being the means for justification? What must
Paul truly explain to the Galatians about their spiritual walk? What had caused the discord among the
assemblies of Galatia? These are also things we will have to consider in our examination of Galatians.
The Epistle to the Galatians certainly does teach us some important things about our present
relationship to the Law and our faith in Yeshua the Messiah—be we ancient Believers in the First Century, or
modern Messianic Believers living in the Twenty-First Century. It addresses the age old problems of gaining
inclusion in God’s family by human merit, versus a steadfast belief in His Messiah. Paul himself argues that
hearing the gospel and being filled with the Holy Spirit is sufficient for a person’s salvation (1:1-5; 3:26-29;
4:6-7, 31; 5:1, 13, 25; 6:8, 15-16), and I will certainly never argue against the fact that Paul insists that Torah
observance is not required in order to receive forgiveness from sins and eternal salvation. But did Paul really
consider God’s Instruction to be abolished as a standard of holiness? Did he consider that its commandments
of morality, ethics, and conduct be cast aside and were only in place prior to the cross?
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1987), 367.
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